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CAREER FOCUS

Jumpstarting a Data Science Career
Bootcamps help physicists in search of a change break into new career as a data scientist.

Ilana Ostrin

The Harvard Business Review has labeled data scientist 
“the sexiest career of the 21st century.” To take advan-

tage of that opportunity, scientists trained in other fields, 
including many physicists, are turning toward data science 
“bootcamps,” immersive multiweek courses covering data 
science techniques, to help make the jump. OPN talked 
with a few physicists-turned-data-scientists to learn more 
about this increasingly popular career transition.

Becoming a new kind of scientist
You might recognize Debbie Berebichez from her popu-
lar YouTube videos that break down the physics of 

everyday life, or from Humanly Impossible, a Discovery 
Channel show she hosted. Or, if you’re one of the 
nearly 300 students that have taken courses or even 
full-fledged bootcamps in data science via Metis, a data-
science training company, you’d recognize Berebichez 
as the face behind the curriculum. 

Berebichez, who received a Ph.D. in physics from 
Stanford University, USA, became the chief data scientist 
at Metis in 2013. At the company, Berebichez works with 
expert data scientists to develop project-based learning 
with real data sets and curriculum. Metis’ curriculum 
covers data-science tools like Python, Hadoop and Spark.
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Metis’ 12-week bootcamps, 
held in several U.S. cities during 
any given year have, according to 
Berebichez, “become increasingly 
popular with those coming from 
science degrees—statistics or math 
or physics or biology or chemistry. 
They like thinking critically, but 
realize they don’t want to pursue an 
academic career.”

Even for bootcampers who already 
have doctorates, the bootcamp is a 
challenging and “humbling” experi-
ence, says Berebichez. 

Students receive extensive in-
person instruction and support from 
actual data scientists who serve as 
instructors. In addition, Metis’ boot-
camp (accredited by the Accrediting 
Council for Continuing Education 
& Training) offers students profes-
sional-development and networking 
opportunities. The chance to practice 
networking and other professional 
skill sets are an added bonus, accord-
ing to Berebichez. “Students’ biggest 
challenge is soft skills, like com-
munication and confidence,” she 
says. “They get rusty with that after 
spending many years in the lab or in 
academia.”

Still, she stresses that partici-
pants with backgrounds in physics 
(as well as other technical back-
grounds) tend to be successful, given 
their established computational and 
quantitative skills. “You will realize, 
if you try to move into data science, 
that physics is an immense gift,” 
Berebichez said. “Physics is the basis 
for so many things, and it helps peo-
ple acquire the most essential skills of 
data science—how to solve problems 
and how to communicate solutions 
to stakeholders … I haven’t seen any 
other type of preparation that is bet-
ter at taking the plunge and solving 
problems than those with a physics 
background.”

Five weeks to a  
different career
Kim Nilsson spent two years at the 
European Southern Observatory 
in Munich, Germany, after receiv-
ing her Ph.D. in astrophysics from 
Københavns Universitet, Denmark. 
There, she managed a scientific proj-
ect and its associated budget, which 
required strong analytical and data 
skills, as well as business acumen. 

Nilsson honed these entrepre-
neurial instincts, and received a 
Master of Business Administration 
degree from Cranfield University’s 
School of Management in the United 
Kingdom. Nilsson then combined her 
experiences and co-founded Pivigo, 
a London-based startup home to 
Europe’s largest Ph.D.-to-data-science 
training program, Science to Data 
Science (S2DS). 

S2DS—which launched in 2014 
and enters its seventh session this 
spring—is a five-week program. 
According to Nilsson, it’s an “intense 
experience” that has participants 
spending “more than full time” learn-
ing and creating. However, Nilsson 
adds, “The students want to work 
hard. They are very excited and 
they enjoy it, so they don’t mind the 
long days.” 

Throughout the five-week 
courses, which are held both on-
site in Pivigo’s London offices and, 
for some participants, online, stu-
dent teams work with companies 
to complete an assigned project. 
Companies such as Barclays, KPMG 
and others share a problematic data 
set with the teams. The students 
are tasked with deciphering the 
data and devising a path forward. 
In addition to the project, students 
attend presentations, lectures, 
career fairs and networking events 
throughout their time in S2DS. 

At the end of S2DS, the teams 
present their findings to the entire 
cohort. Since the program began, 
more than 80 projects have been 
completed with over sixty compa-
nies involved. 

S2DS can’t accept complete nov-
ices—participants need to have some 
experience in programming, because 
otherwise, “it would take too long 
for them to get up to speed,” says 
Nilsson. Still, the group is diverse, 
as shown by more than 300 S2DS 
alumni.  “About 60 percent of our stu-
dents just finished their Ph.D. or are 
in their first postdoc,” shares Nilsson. 
“There’s also some in their second 
postdocs, and even those with long 
academic or industry careers who, at 
around age 40 or 50, decide they want 
something new.” OPN
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